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	1. falling

**A/N**: This fic was written mostly because of my need to see more AUs in the fandom. To clarify, yes, this is a Stardust!AU in the sense that the Huntik characters are in the Stardust 'verse, but also that I will take some liberties with the 'verse itself. Enjoy!

* * *

><p>A star fell. This is generally considered by all parties as a bad move and one that, if prevented, would have saved a lot of effort and energy from being wasted. But it fell, and nothing else was to be done but act accordingly.<p>

Stars that fall in the mortal earth do so for no reason other than continuing the natural cycle of things, as no energy is destroyed nor created in the mortal earth. A star falling in Faerie, however, is a sign of change, a harbinger of things to come, for the moon never willingly parts with her children.

In Faerie, there is always a throne to be filled. There is always a chase for power. There will always be a star, falling, setting things in motion.

After all, the last time a star fell in Faerie an old kingdom regained their lost princess and the influence of the dark sisters receded. The night sky mourned, but not for long.

That star's fall marked the last time that the Wall to the mortal earth was fully opened.

* * *

><p>This star crashed in a dark forest, ten feet away from a garden patch. They landed with their back on the floor, squinting up at the broken branches of the trees they crashed through.<p>

_Crashed…_

They-no, _he_, his new thought process supplied- is now on the ground. In Faerie soil. He quickly stood up only for shooting pain to go up his left arm.

"What in the _hells_," he says as he flops back onto the ground. Cradling his arm to his chest, the star faintly recalls a story his siblings used to tell him when he was still a cluster of nebulae- of their sister Yvaine receiving a broken leg as a welcome to Faerie soil.

He feels a sinking in his chest as he looks around at his surroundings. He knows that when Yvaine crashed, a crater marked her impact. His landing in comparison seems to be on untouched loam- soft and warm even though sunlight doesn't penetrate the dark copse of tall trees.

A light twinkling at the edge of his peripheral vision catches his attention. Sitting innocently on the ground is the damned ring that propelled him out of the sky, a golden band with a red jewel the size of his thumb. Sighing, he reaches for it and is surprised when his right hand sparks upon contact.

He picks up the ring with his left hand cautiously, and tentatively burrows his fingers in the soil. Magic thrums at the edges of his fingertips.

To add to his uneasiness, he spies purple-flowering plants in the garden patch to his right and sees a cloaked figure stepping out of the vines. The sinking feeling in his chest intensifies as he is hit with the realization that he had the worst luck in the world.

A star landing in the backyard of a witch. A new record, and certainly one that wouldn't be marked down if he were to die in that moment.

The witch comes closer, and the star sits frozen to the spot, clutching the ring in his left hand and sends a prayer to his mother and his siblings even though they wouldn't hear and a curse to be sent on whoever threw the ring and a fleeting thought goes to his mind that at least he lives long enough to feel regret for not seeing his fallen sister before he _dies_-

"Don't be ridiculous," the witch says, in a lilting voice that sounds off, as though she hadn't had occasion to use it. "It's just a broken arm." The witch kneels down in the soil, uncaring of the dirt. The star involuntarily flinches as his faint starlight reflects on the runes stitched in her cloak.

The witch seems to take no notice of his fear and reaches for his left arm.

"No!" The star then rips his arm from the figure's pale grasp and stumbles a few feet away. "Shit, shit, ow, _fuck_," he says as he cradles his left arm and prepares to run away, only for vines to shoot up from the ground, entangling his body.

The witch walks towards him as he struggles against the bonds. "Let me out!" _This cannot be my end_, he thinks. _I fell for a reason and I will go back to the sky, I swear, I swear-_

"Calm yourself, I'm not going to harm you." The witch sounds amused, further unsettling the star. "You're scattering light all over. The plants are getting frightened."

"Oh, they're the frightened ones?" the star stammers out.

"They've never seen light before, especially one as bright as yours." The star was about to ask of the absurdity of plants growing without light until the witch softly tugs on his wrist.

"Ow!"

The witch made a humming sound, and slabs of wood appeared from the vines, bracing his left arm. He watches as tendrils of shadow slither out from her sleeves and wraps itself around his arm and shoulders, making a sling. "There," she says. "Now if you'll take care not to shine too much, that would be appreciated."

The vines retreat into the ground as the witch goes back to her garden patch, away from the star who is still staring at the sling as though expecting it to constrict around his arms.

"Wait."

The witch keeps walking.

"Why are you helping me? You're a witch, aren't you?" The star asks.

The witch stops next to a wall of creeping vines and tilts her head as though inspecting it. "Yes, I am." She runs her hand on a closed bud, streaked with white. "And you're far away from home." The nightshade flower opens, its petals a deep hue of purple, easily blending in the dark background.

The star, thoroughly confused by this event, goes for broke. "Aren't you supposed to kill me?" he says, and immediately regrets it when the witch turns to him, mentally kicking himself for being he cause of his own death.

"I'm not inclined to." the witch scoffs. "Contrary to what you may have been led to believe, not everybody wants to live forever."

The star is (figuratively, as the vines didn't seem to re-appear) rooted to his spot, unable to discern if this is a trap or practical joke. He squeezes the ring in his hand.

"Okay." The star then looks around and registers the fact that he is standing in the dark, even though he fell from the skies in the middle of the day.

"Wait, where am I?"

"You fell in daylight?"

They stared at each other.

"Yes, I fell in daylight," the star says.

"How?" the witch asks, curiosity evident in her tone of voice.

The star contemplates the pros and cons of saying anything to the witch and settles for telling her, "Something knocked me out of the sky. I need to take it back, I think."

The witch hums, satisfied with his answer. She turns back to the vines and continues to remove white streaks from her plants, which he recognized as his stardust.

He looks around at the dark forest and sees a bright ripple of stardust, glowing silver, surrounding the area where he landed. It looks as though someone threw a glitter bomb in the middle of the forest, which, considering his current state, isn't that far off from the truth.

As it seems that the conversation was over- and the witch was fine with letting him go- he would walk away, if not for the fact that he couldn't see where he was going. He considers shining a bit brighter to light up the path.

"Don't you even dare," the witch threatens, not turning away from her plants. "I've kept this forest dark for a reason."

The star sees no other option of escape. Later, he'll chalk it up as a moment of insanity, but one that may have saved his life. He will not stay in this dark forest for too long, for if the witch didn't get him, other creatures may. "Listen, I know this is probably bad form and all, but can I come in your house? I don't know my way around these parts," he hurriedly blurts out, unable to stop himself.

The witch looks at him for a long moment. The star feels the need to fidget under her gaze, although not clearly visible in the dark.

Then a golden glow emerged from under the cloak and he feels a weight on his head. It disappears after a minute.

"The star, faced with a witch of unknown power, asks not for her name or directions to go to the nearest town, but for him to be let in her home," she says after.

_Bad form_, he thinks. "Sorry, I don't know your customs. What's your name?"

She lowers her hood and stares at him. Through his faint starlight he could make out dark hair and hazel eyes, staring at him with disbelief.

The witch takes a deep breath, and sighs. "You have a lot to learn, it seems. My sisters call me Zhalia." She waves her hand, and the vines move around to form a path. "Follow me, and be careful to tone down your light. The residue is hard to clean."

* * *

><p>A pale-haired woman looks up from her paperwork to the window. She sees clear skies above and thunderclouds below, and the occasional raven swooping down to the augury. Nothing out of the ordinary. And yet…<p>

"Your Majesty, the papers?"

She looks back, and sees her quill poised over the letter she was writing, an inkblot staining the paper. "Oh dear," she says, setting the quill down. "I'm terribly sorry Lucinda; I've been distracted as of late."

Lucinda caws, and blinks a beady eye at her. "If you didn't want to grant permission for the Mountain lords to build a bridge on your lands, perhaps you should tell them in person, instead of sending them an incomprehensible letter." It was unnatural for an advisor to talk back to their Queen in such a way, but Lucinda has been with her for years now, a solid presence ever since her husband's death. She's allowed almost anything within the confines of privacy.

The pale-haired woman sighs. "They're not even trying to be subtle about controlling trade. The kingsroad is there to provide free access to any traveler crossing! Nobody will use a bridge in Farrow lake, especially if there's a fee." She stands up then, abandoning all pretense of work, and opens her window to let the chilly air in. "They'll accuse me of squandering their funds, and we'll have another farce of a war on our hands." The thought of sending out an assassin is all too tempting, but the pale-haired woman is tired of resorting to violence all the time, even though cutting the knot has proven to be more efficient than painstakingly untying it.

"For years I've watched human politics and I still don't understand the principles of your squabbles." Lucinda says. "The simple act of saying no has too many consequences."

The pale-haired woman sits on the windowsill, unafraid of falling or the strong winds scattering the papers in the room.

Lucinda flies to her lap, dark blue feathers stark in the pale blue of the woman's gown.

"My Queen, are you alright?"

The pale-haired woman strokes Lucinda's head with two fingers, lost in thought. They stay like that for a while, both unbothered by the winds.

"Change is coming, Lucinda," the pale-haired woman whispers, the words almost lost.

"As it always does, my Queen."

"We'll need to send for Solaris."

The pale-haired woman straightens as Lucinda's feathers ruffle."There's no need for that, your Majesty," Lucinda says, her beady eyes trained on the door.

The raven's voice almost trembles as she says, "He's already coming up."

* * *

><p>The star stayed only to rest for the remaining hours of daylight. Zhalia didn't want him to stay in her house for longer, as his starlight sticks to everything he touches. "Like trailing dirt," Zhalia had said, frowning at the wisps of stardust he left in the doorway and the walls.<p>

He busies himself by playing with Gareon, Zhalia's lizard familiar, throwing bugs around the room for her to chase and eat. He doesn't know how Gareon manages to go around the pitch-black room without hitting anything.

Zhalia's house was as dark as he expected a witch's house to be, but he found it strange that he'd be the only source of light in the room. Zhalia said that she can see normally in the dark, but the star found the need to cloak ones' self- and indeed, one's whole house- in total darkness… unusual.

As tempting as it was to just shine and see the contents of this room, he's still a bit scared of what Zhalia might do to him if he did.

Said witch emerged from the other room, a map in one hand and a cloak slung on her other arm. "This is to hide that blond hair of yours during the night," she says, throwing the garment to him. The star blinks as it catches on the jar of bugs he was holding.

Carefully setting down the jar on the table, he holds the cloak up with his right hand and examines it. It looks like a normal travelling cloak, like Zhalia's only without the runes.

"This is a map leading from the outskirts of the forest to the town of Edifier." She holds up the scroll in her hand. "It's most likely you'll arrive in the town by day, so ask around where the monastery is, and talk to the priest about schooling."

The star's eyebrows shoot up. "What do you mean schooling? I need to go to my sister-"_and get rid of this ring_, he thinks, "Not an education."

"And you will," Zhalia reassures him offhandedly. "But only after a couple of weeks and only after you've learned how to act normal here in Faerie. I have been informed that the townspeople do not know anything about fallen stars yet. They'll assume you're a particularly strong light caster with no manners." She sets down the map on the table. Gareon creeps up on the edge, swinging her tail, clearly annoyed that nobody was paying any attention to her. "If it looks like you're trying to skip town, they'll become curious as to why."

"And so?"

"They'll think you're running away from something, come back here to investigate and burn down the house."

"They're not going to burn down your house."

"How much do you want to bet on that?" Zhalia scoffs. "Eddies are rather protective of their light casters." She levitates the jar of bugs on a shelf, putting it out of Gareon's reach.

"They won't find your house, for one." The star knows this for a fact, as the magic that seeped through the soil he landed on stretched for miles, covering most of the forest, scattering Zhalia's magical aura. This meant that Zhalia had been here for a long time, which meant that the borders were heavily enforced every day, which meant that nobody had ever crossed here without her permission. Except for him, of course, but he didn't exactly mean to cross so much as crash in her lands.

Zhalia turns her gaze from the map to him, the hazel eyes seemingly glowing in the dark, or reflecting his starlight. "You don't understand. Starlight is a beacon to all casters, light and dark, and they'll sooner find you here in this dark forest than in the brighter areas of civilization.

"My sisters will find you and not only will I have to deal with their magic in my lands," she says and the star thinks he sees her lips quirk downward in the faint light, as though the idea of socializing with other people was simply appalling, "I'll have to deal with them fighting over your heart too."

The star then shuts up about that, reminded of the fear he felt when he thought he was powerless against Zhalia. Instead of making another comment, he puts on the cloak, eliminating any source of light to be found in the room, and takes the map.

She guides him to the doorway. "Gareon will show you the way out of this forest. Do try to keep your eyes on her; the paths like to play tricks on travelers around here."

Gareon jumps down from the shelf and goes to the star, frills faintly glowing. The star then looks back at the witch, and hesitantly says goodbye.

Zhalia nods and her eyes glow golden. He feels a slithering sensation on his neck and he lifts his hands to his neck, thinking that she was going to choke him. The sensation settles loosely around his throat, and he feels the ring he hid in his pockets move.

He looks down, and finds that there is a chain around his neck, long enough for the ring attached to be hidden under his star-robes. He stares disbelievingly at the witch standing in the doorway.

"If you want to live to see your sister, go away and don't come back." Zhalia then closes the door silently, even though the star can make out the rust on the hinges of the door.

He looks again at the cold silver chain. Cat's breath and moonlight, like the one used to hold his sister. "Thank you," he says sincerely to the closed door.

Gareon nudges his foot. He then pulls on the cloak tighter, and sets out to walk.

* * *

><p>This story will dabble in a lot of European mythology. I'm not too familiar with it, so if anybody wants to correct my Googled facts or suggest improvements, feel free to send me a message. :D<p> 


	2. going

The star arrives at Edifier on the break of dawn, the town slowly starting the day as birds sing and the smell of bread cooking wafts through the air.

He looks to the forest behind him just in time to see Gareon disappearing as though made of air. The star feels a pang of sadness in his chest at losing a familiar face. He looks up at the rosy sky peeking out of the eastern mountains, missing the presence of his siblings and his mother.

He never expected the earth to feel this lonely.

_This must be what Yvaine feels_, he thinks._ A pull, a call from the skies saying for her to come home_. But if Yvaine didn't find a way back after almost a century of wandering in Faerie, there was no hope for him.

The star then takes a deep breath, sets his shoulders. He'll meet his fallen sister, Zhalia had said. She didn't say it as a promise, or a foretelling, but it was enough that it was said. The star pulls his sling closer to his chest and determinedly walks forward.

* * *

><p>"Lady Sophie, a letter arrived for you."<p>

"Thanks." The girl takes the letter from the barmaid and sets aside her morning tea. Surprised that the letter appears to have no seal, she mutters a few words under her breath, checking to see if the parchment had any enchantments. Finding none, she opens it and recognizes the fine script, the same one taught to all members of the Casterwill house.

_Cousin dearest_, the letter says. Sophie's brows furrow. Why would Viviane send her an unsealed letter?

Her eyes dart throughout the letter, and Sophie realizes that it was coded, the letters slanting to the left instead of the right, as Casterwillian script does. She feels a sense of dread come over her. Sensitive information shouldn't be opened in such a public place, but Sophie sees Grace eye her from the edges of her vision, peering at her curiously while wiping down tables.

Instead, she picks up her fork and resumes eating her breakfast, reading the letter as though it was a simple correspondence.

_Cousin dearest,_

_The cat's out of the bag now. They're asking us to find it, and I don't know why. They've taught us to let things go ever since we were kids. Why couldn't they let the poor cat be?_

_I wanted to know if you've seen it somewhere. Life's good here, but I haven't been able to leave the cave for days. I hope Edifier is as full of knowledge as you hoped it to be._

_All the best,  
>Anne<em>

Anne, her nickname. Confused, Sophie re-reads the letter. _Viviane suspects that this letter might be intercepted_, Sophie thinks. _But why use Casterwillian script if she didn't want to be found out?_

Sophie knows firsthand how amazing Viviane is at keeping secrets and finding things, after accidentally stumbling on one of the young girl's hideouts during an intense game of hide-and-seek on the Casterwill compound a few summers ago. Viviane, however, seems to overestimate her cousin's ability to decipher her rather abstract codes.

Sighing, she puts the letter in her satchel and leaves a tip on the table. Waving goodbye to Grace the barmaid, Sophie sets track for the smithy.

The sun is just rising, the whole of Edifier not waking up until the fog coming from the eastern mountains recede. Sophie pulls her coat closer to her body as she feels the chill seep through. While used to waking up early- a hazard of studying at an inn that's busiest during nighttime- she rarely, if ever, goes out before midday.

Sophie soon reaches the smithy, and raps three times on the metal door.

The door opens, letting out blessed heat and revealing a tall horned woman, covered in soot.

"Good morning, Sabriel," Sophie greets.

Sabriel tilts her head, nods, and steps aside to let Sophie in.

There is a clean chair in the corner a respectable distance away from the heat of the forge, reserved for clients and visitors. Sophie sits down on it and watches for a few moments as Sabriel turns back to her workstation, methodically placing her tools on the table.

"Viviane sent me a letter today."

Sabriel turns around to shoot an inquisitive look at Sophie. The girl shrugs.

"I wasn't able to read it that well; I was in a bit of a hurry. But it said something about cats?" she says. Sabriel throws her a confused look, mouth set in a thin line.

This is not evident from the horned woman's features, but Sabriel had been with Sophie ever since birth and she had grown up memorizing every detail of Sabriel's face. People see a blank slate in Sabriel's features, Sophie sees an exasperated life companion.

Sabriel stares at Sophie for a few seconds. She then put back her tools where they belonged, moving the same way she did a few seconds ago, like a rewind. Sophie stands up and goes back to the doorway, wiping the sweat from her forehead.

Sabriel nudges her out, and Sophie shivers at the heat being replaced by the morning cold, and watches as Sabriel points to the monastery.

"You think Cherit will know what Viv's been talking about?"

Sabriel nods.

"You'll follow soon?"

Sabriel nods again, and closes the metal doors.

Sophie takes a deep breath, pulls out a light tome from her satchel and starts to walk, catching up on her reading on the way.

* * *

><p>"Excuse me, my good lady," he says to a passing girl, "Do you know where the monastery is?" The girl looks up from her book, tucking a stray strawberry-blonde lock behind her ear.<p>

"I'm going there right now, as it happens," she says. "Walk with me."

The star does. He feels a strange tug in his chest when he nears the girl, and takes this as a positive sign.

The girl goes back to reading her book. The star unashamedly stares at her, amazed that she manages to keep reading without tripping over or hitting something. "What is your business there, if you don't mind me asking?"

The star looks away, quickly formulating an excuse. "A… traveler told me to brush up on my manners," he says. "It's my first time here around these parts. I wouldn't want to seem like a foreigner."

"Everyone commits a _faux pas_ once in a while, you needn't worry."

"A pho pah?"

The girl huffs as she sidesteps, narrowly avoiding two children chasing each other. The star watches them with curiosity as the girl keeps talking. The shorter child with pointy ears runs around the corner, the tall one shouting, following behind, unable to catch up.

He turns back around only to find the girl looking at him expectantly. He tries to remember what it was she said, and fails.

"Um, I beg your pardon?" he says hesitantly.

The girl narrows her eyes at him. "I asked for your name, sir."

The star's eyes widen as he panics. It only now occurred to him that the witch hadn't Named him, oddly enough. Stars do not have names, other than the ones called to them by the mortals.

Stars didn't need names, up there.

Names are important in Faerie. Naming himself as a star would undoubtedly cause more unwanted attention, and he frantically thinks up a solution.

_Yvaine named herself_, he thinks. _Maybe I can too_.

He looks at the girl again, spies the stray lock of hair she tucked behind her ear. "Lok," he says hurriedly.

The girl closes her book and puts out her right hand. "Hello to you too, Lok. I'm Sophie," she offers.

The star- _Lok_- shakes her hand as he feels the power of his naming settle down on his aura. He shines a bit stronger and thanks the skies that the sun is up and it isn't noticeable.

He shrugs down the hood of his cloak, mindful of his left arm. He feels the sun bear down on his hair for the first time, and silently marvels in his first experience of heat, closing his eyes for a few seconds as they keep on walking.

"Oh."

He turns to Sophie, staring at him with wide eyes. "What?" he asks self-consciously. _Wait, am I shining?_

Sophie shakes her head. "Nothing, it's just…" she looks down and gestures to his left arm, still in the sling.

"Oh, I, uh… fell. From a tree," he adds, fearing that Sophie would suspect something and hoping that would be the end of that subject.

Sophie, sensing the awkward atmosphere, decides to change the topic. "I have to warn you, the monastery here in the town is more of an open school than a religious sanctum."

She gestures to a cobblestone tower a few streets away, sticking out like a sore thumb from the rustic aesthetic of the surrounding buildings. "The priests give out more lectures on magic rather than magical ethics."

Approaching the monastery, he sees no sign on its steel gates pertaining to the name of the institution, or a doorway. What he sees are windows, circling around the tower. An oak tree stands next to it, the top leaves reaching only half of the tower, some of its branches touching the lower window panes.

Sophie steps inside the gates, Lok following behind her as she prattles on about the history of the monastery, delighted to have an audience.

"This is one of the six original buildings here, standing when Edifier was founded. It's why the layout is different," Sophie explains. "The town changes, but the morals it stood on didn't, and they kept the six original buildings intact as a metaphor. Even now, Edifier is one of the safest towns for light casters and light beings." She knocks on a loose brick in the tower and steps back as the wall give way.

Lok steps inside the arched doorway of the tower, and feels rather than sees the slight hum of magic as it closes the gates and the doorway behind him.

Sophie turns to him then, smiling slightly. "Welcome to the Edithian monastery, Lok."

The inside of the tower was beautiful, in a homely way. Brown bricks make up the walls of the circular room. Several creatures were milling in the area. Lok notes a goblin reading a book with an ever-changing design on the cover and a portly man with a walking stick and a guide dog. The man stomps his feet on the varnished floor, and Lok watches as the dirt flows across the floor and out of a crack in the wall.

His sightseeing is cut short by a pull on his arm. "You'll have time to explore later. You'll need to introduce yourself to Cherit first," Sophie says, nudging him up a winding staircase.

"Who's Cherit?" Lok asks as he is led into a library that's bigger on the inside, obviously magically enhanced to fit in the tower.

"I am!" a scratchy voice piped up. Lok frantically looks around for the source of sound.

"Where are you?!" he says, leaving Sophie in the doorway to scan across the shelves and finding nothing but books and gargoyle statuettes.

A flutter of wings. Lok turns to Sophie in the doorway, her eyebrows raised. She points up, and Lok sees a huge stuffed albino bat hung over on the entrance. He has time to think that how odd it is that libraries have stuffed- and apparently animated- bats.

Lok stares at it in disbelief. "How can you talk?"

The stuffed albino bat then turns its head towards him and laughs. "Like everybody else, my boy." It- _he?_- flies down to Lok, who takes a step back to brace himself. "By moving my mouth!"

"Not everybody talks by moving their mouths," Sophie point out, walking towards a desk. She sets down her satchel on the table. "Some don't even have mouths. Or make any sound at all."

Cherit ignores her statement and instead hovers in front of Lok. Lok, for his part, tries not to fidget under Cherit's yellow gaze, whose eyes seem to have a hidden wisdom. "Young man, who are you, and what brings you to our humble town?"

"I'm Lok," he says. He glances at Sophie, whose eyes were silently laughing at his predicament. "And I need t- _want_ to learn more about Faerie. I'm incompetent at manners, apparently," Lok explains sheepishly, trying to move away from the shelf.

Cherit smiles, fangs and all. "You've come to the right place then. Feel free to look around; it seems I need to talk with Sophie first. Excuse me," he says, flying off to where Sophie is hunched over the table with a piece of paper.

Lok heeds Cherit's advice, and walks around the library. The library room is square, unlike the room below, and the shelves don't seem to have names. Most of the books lined on the wall are too big for him to pull down, and the interesting ones he's seen don't have titles, or titles he can understand.

A slight breeze enters the room through the open windows, regulating the musty smell of books. Lok walks over and leans on the windowsill, feeling the air flow through his cloak and star-robes.

He scans the shelves in front of him until he spies a locked gray cabinet ten paces ahead from where he sits. The cabinet looks normal and unassuming, except that the lock doesn't seem to have any keyholes, and is shaped like a cube.

Curious, he looks back at Cherit and Sophie, the former having perched on the table and the latter opening a book. Seeing that both are preoccupied, he walks up to the cabinet.

Up close, he realizes that the cabinet isn't grey, but silver, dust coating every square inch of it. The cube has runes engraved on its sides. He touches the cube, chained to the cabinet, and is taken aback when the runes suddenly shine and disappear. Lok slowly puts the cube back down, prepared to back away, only for it to levitate and separate into small cubes and stick back together, landing in his outstretched hand.

Lok shoots a quick glance at the other occupants of the room and hesitatingly picks up the cube again. There were now fifteen differing runes on five sides of the cube, small versions of the ones that used to cover it. The topside of the cube seemed to have a hole in the middle, but for what purpose he cannot discern. The chain seemingly goes through one of the small runes, and Lok tries pulling on it to no avail.

He puts the cube down on his left hand and twists the top part of the cube using his right. The runes glow as similar ones line near each other. The hole on the topside vanishes, and re-appears a few tiles away.

Lok then keeps on twisting parts of the cube until the hole appears on the place of the chain. He pulls it out, only for the chain to snap back to the silver cabinet. The resulting clang was heard by Cherit and Sophie who immediately rushed over to him.

"Lok! What did you do?" Cherit says, hovering in front of the now-glowing cabinet.

"I-I don't know, I just touched it and then this cube came out," Lok explains, holding up the lock he was playing with. "I didn't know this would happen." The cube starts to vibrate. Lok holds it still with both hands, unbothered by the heat.

"Lok," Sophie says in a deadly quiet voice. "How much magic do you have in your reserves?"

Lok turns to her then, confused. "Reserves?"

Sophie stares at him, green eyes unblinking, and Lok thinks that maybe that wasn't the right thing to say.

"Your magical reserves, Lok. Alunsina's box drains light casters of their magic in order to activate the lock," she explains, eyes narrowed at him. "They come here every day to put a little bit of light magic in there, hoping to build up enough light for it to open."

Lok wants to move away from Sophie's stare, and finds that he can't. Not in any way that matters. Lok imagines hitting the past him for putting present him into this situation.

"It's opening!" Cherit exclaims. Lok and Sophie turn to Alunsina's box, now glowing white-hot, the edges peeling off like rusted metal. The cube in Lok's hands suddenly shoots off and attaches itself to what remains of the box, as though magnetized. The box glows even more.

Sophie's eyes widen. "That's impossible. You should be dead by now, opening that by yourself…" She trails off. She stares at Lok again.

_Why is it taking so long to open? _Lok wonders, trying to ignore the hole Sophie is burning through his head.

"Oh, Sophie, he won't die," Cherit says, surprisingly calm. "He's not a light caster, for one."

Lok whips around to stare at him. _He knows?_ Cherit settles on top of Lok's head, wings covering his eyes. Sophie, by Lok's left, raises one arm to shield hers, the bright light from Alunsina's box steadily growing by the second.

Lok distantly remembers the death of one of his sisters, going full supernova. He doesn't want to look away.

Instead, he opens his mouth to question Cherit until an arrow cuts him off, whistling centimeters away from his right ear and lodging itself in the lightshow that is Alunsina's box.

"What the-?" Lok turns around and sees a… _creature_, he assumes, perched on the oak branch outside. Whatever it is has dark eyes, light hair, surprisingly even teeth and another arrow pointing at them. Lok grabs Sophie's right shoulder and pushes her down, both of them hitting the ground just as another arrow flies through where their heads were a second ago.

Lok winces as pain crawls up his left arm.

"What was that?" Sophie sits up, noticing Lok's arm and being careful not to bump against it. She blinks her eyes before they land on Alunsina's box. "Oh no…"

Lok looks up to see the steady light is now dimming, as the two arrows that Lok thought was meant for them are now sucking up the light coming from the box.

Cherit flies to the window, screeching at the creature, while Sophie raises a hand, palms facing the box. Lok feels a tingling in the space behind his eyes. "**All the king's horses, and all the king's men**," Sophie mutters under her breath.

The arrows suddenly dislodge themselves from the box and fall to the ground, shattering. The box brightens up again. Lok stands up and turns around just in time to catch Cherit, a strong gust of wind knocking them both down, and making them avoid another arrow.

The creature from outside climbs through the open window and loads another arrow. The light behind him dims, and Sophie performs another spell. The arrow falls, and the creature points his loaded bow to Sophie's head.

Horrified, Lok only has enough time to shout "Sophie, run!" before he throws Cherit to Sophie's arms and shields them, arms up, closing his eyes and waiting for the pain in his chest.

…which doesn't come.

He lowers his arms and opens his eyes to see Sophie, breathing heavily, staring at something behind him. "Sabriel!"

* * *

><p><strong>AN:** Thanks for the reviews! I only got the e-mail notifications since they don't show up when you click the review link for some reason. Trying to find that glitch though. :D I hope you enjoyed this story so far- it's also up on ao3 if you want to read it there- but I haven't set a regular update schedule yet, so the next chapter will probably show up somewhere around this week to next month. Take care (*^*)


	3. running

**A/N:** this was originally going to be a behemoth of a chapter- 6k+ words- but i decided to split it because there's no way i'm going to finish it in time. I hope you enjoyed this one, chapter 4 will come up in a few days. maybe. i'm not sure, but let's be optimistic about it! Enjoy!

* * *

><p>"Intruders are sapping Alunsina's box! Go; go already, we'll handle it from here."<p>

The goblin looks up from his book to the winding staircase and sees the head of the Edithian monastery, pushing two children down the staircase, the same ones that just climbed up. The boy with the sling who was eyeing him earlier is pulled by Cherit's student. Both look frightened.

He stands up then. The two were ushered to the door by Galling, the portly innkeeper. Galling's were-guide Haven ran up the stairs a while ago, sniffing out the intruder. It couldn't have been the tall horned woman that raced up earlier because she used the front passageway, which would not open for anyone with the intent to cause harm inside the monastery.

From the stairs, Cherit meets his eyes. His goblin disguise drops as soon as he closes his book, the glamour revealing his form: red hair, a dragon hide coat inscribed with protection runes, and an iron-hilted dagger at his side.

Galling hurriedly went up the staircase, green tattoos racing up his arms readying a defensive spell as Cherit flies to him. "Dante, there's a dryad husk up there. I didn't realize they were waiting for the box to open."

Dante frowns and charges up his own fire markings, unsheaths _Caliban_. Mentally, he calls out to Solwing, up on the tower aerie. He feels her fly down to the library without further ado, lightning armor already charged.

Dante had a lot of questions for Cherit, most of them starting with _how_ Alunsina's box even opened in the first place, but instead asks "Who's up there?"

"Lady Sophie's sworn saber." He nods, and moves to run upstairs only for Cherit to block him. Dante furrows his brows.

Cherit must be insane if he won't let him go up there. A dryad husk this close to the Silica and Glasshide forests means that a necromancer is behind this attack, strong and cunning enough to escape the wrath of the Sidhe- and aware that one of the oldest light artifacts in Faerie is coming into its power. An ambitious caster with a will strong enough to possess a dead dryad is a dangerous match for anyone, even for a noble's sworn saber.

"You need to send a raven to Metz. Tell him _everything_, Dante." Cherit returns his stare, uncannily calm despite the fight raging upstairs. Dante thinks that he might be remembering the last time Alunsina's box opened, centuries ago. Still, he moves to go upstairs to offer his aid, thinking that he can send the information later.

Cherit, however, perches on Dante's head, claws digging down on his scalp.

The world goes dark for a few moments and he finds himself standing in the room of his inn. There's a slight tingling in his head from where Cherit's claws dug in, and he shakes his head to rub off the effects of the transversal. Dante goes to his table, writes up a hasty explanation to Metz and ties the letter to the first raven that passes through his window.

It wasn't until the raven flies away that he realizes that the children were in the room when Alunsina's box opened. Dante determinedly packs up his things then, his mind in a haze as he contemplates on the two's curious entrance and exit.

The girl- Sophie- was a noble, Cherit's prodigy, a member of a branch somewhere in the Casterwill family that hid underground after the mountain lords seized control over a decade ago, when witchfire burnt through the main family's defense wards for some reason. The fire consumed the whole castle, and the main family along with it.

Dante knows that the remaining Casterwill members are scattered all throughout Faerie, hiding underground. He's surprised that they even let one of their young ones- potential successors- out in the open, away from such strongholds, but he lets it be. Royals in Faerie are something of an indecisive and tumultuous unit, and one couldn't be bothered to memorize every fall and rise of their empires. The boy, however…

The boy certainly wasn't a light caster. The way he looked around at the tower enchantments earlier, like it was the first time he saw it, belied the fact. He was a light creature- probably one of the Sidhe, if the slight glow of his skin was an indicator. Dante, however, never met a fae who glows strong enough to be perceived in daylight, nor one that glows still after offering up their magic to Alunsina's box. _Unless_ the girl was the one that offered up hers, but it was unlikely that it would be any of them, for offering up too much to Alunsina's box renders anyone unconscious, even with magical auras as strong as theirs.

So who opened the box?

And why does Cherit not want him to interfere?

Heaving his bag up on his shoulder, Caliban humming at his hip, he makes up a decision to do some investigation of his own. Mourning his short-lived vacation, he sets out a path to Glasshide forest, confident that Solwing will be able to track him with ease.

* * *

><p>Sophie didn't have to pull on Lok's sleeve for further, because once they got past the gates of the monastery they both sprinted out of there like a bat out of hell. Sabriel told them to go north, straight through the Glasshide forest, and that she'll follow them soon.<p>

In all of Sophie's seventeen years of living, she has never known Sabriel to break her word. But she can't help worrying, for she's never seen a dryad husk enter a light monastery, either.

They run past the bakery that marks the borders of Edifier and Sophie, out of breath, casts a hasty "**Jack be nimble, Jack be quick**" on the both of them. Old Magic spells take a great deal out of her, but the adrenaline pushes her limits, and they soon find themselves sprinting beyond the grove of oak trees.

They came to rest a few minutes later, about two kilometers away from the Edithian border. Lok looks tired and pained, holding his sling close to his chest. Sophie leans on a tree and sits down, Viviane's letter crumpled in her hand as she barely had time to snatch it before they were ushered by Cherit down the stairs.

She hides it in her pocket as she catches her breath, and runs a hand through her now-frizzy hair.

Lok sits down next to her, the hood of his cloak shredded from running across the forest with magic-induced speed. His face held a few scratches. "Are you okay?" he asks.

Sophie nods. "You?"

"I'm fine." Lok takes a deep breath, and closes his eyes. "Let's just… not run for a while yet, yeah?"

"Agreed." Sophie had almost exhausted her magic by now, and her legs felt like burnt rubber.

They sit for a while in silence, too tired to do anything but catch their breaths. Sophie was about to ask a question when she heard Sabriel's echoing footsteps in her metal boots. She breaks out into the clearing where Lok and Sophie rests, along with a fully-armored Sentinel- the enchanted Solwings of the famed wicker warriors of Faerie.

Her eyes widen as she spares a moment of fear, realizing that there was a wicker warrior stationed in Edifier. Whoever it was, she hopes that they didn't recognize her. She also wishes that they'd have killed the dryad husk and left the secrets of Alunsina's box in the Edithian monastery, but she knows better. The magical council of Faerie knows how to seek out and keep their precious secrets.

"I'm fine, just tired," she answers to Sabriel's worried expression. "Is the husk gone?" The horned woman nods, and gestures to Lok.

Lok manages a weak wave. "Uh, hello. I'm Lok, and thanks for saving us back there."

The Sentinel then caws at Sabriel, who looks back at the grove of trees they came through earlier. "Sabriel, there's more?" Sophie whispers.

A chuckle echoes throughout the wood. "You're damn right, there's more."

Lok and Sophie stands up, their backs to the tree. Sabriel stands in front of her lady, and the Sentinel hovers in front of Lok, armor glinting in the sunlight that filters through the trees.

Three men step out of the trees. The largest of them was carrying a gilded silver cage strapped to his back and a quiver of Void arrows on his hip, used mainly to absorb light magic. The other two were bare-chested, with burns all over their skin. One had a pack, almost bursting in its fullness, slung in front of him. Both had two longswords strapped to their backs, and all three of them had a vee-shaped horn tattoo on their right shoulders. Bounty hunters, pirates from an organization that specializes in collecting light magic and selling it to the dark children.

They looked strong, and while Sophie is confident Sabriel and the Sentinel can fight them off, both were exhausted fighting off the dryad husk earlier. Sophie can't help, because any offensive magic she throws at them will be absorbed by the moonlight cage, rendering her powers null. She was better off not doing anything, but what was she supposed to do?

The man with the silver cage stepped forward, hands up in the air in a show of reassurance. "Now, now, we don't mean any harm to the lady. We just want whoever's been opening the box."

The other two turns to Lok who was glaring at both of them. Sophie feels a wave of relief followed immediately by panic. Cherit had said that Lok wasn't a light caster, but a light creature, which means that if they're planning to harvest his light, they'll do what Alunsina's box failed to do- kill Lok.

The bounty hunters stand still then, feet apart, ready to spring. Sabriel moves to shield Sophie with t he bulk of her armore, but before the three could jump toward them; she casts one last spell- the only one she could think of. "**Now you see me, now you don't!**"

The bounty hunters shout as her legs give out from under her, hands holding onto Lok's and Sabriel's arm. Sabriel steadies her from the arms. Lok almost screams out from the sudden blindness, but Sabriel manages to put a hand over his mouth. Silently, she drags them both away from the bounty hunters.

Eyes still closed, Sophie sends her sight inward. There were gaps in the mesh of her aura, and she knows that it will take at least a week to completely replenish the light she used up.

She just has enough to turn her sight outward, feels the people's magical auras in lieu of sight. The invisibility spell renders normal sight useless anyways, as it bends all light. She senses Sabriel's familiar magic wash over her as her sworn saber lends her a bit of strength.

She senses the near-blinding aura of Lok, interspersed with a red light emanating from his chest and wonders what kind of creature he is, to have such an abundance of light in his being. Wonders if the moonlight cage would even hold all of it.

She spies the Sentinel up above them away from the area of her spell, sending out lightning charges to the scattering bounty hunters, and leaving the smell of ozone in the clearing.

She feels the hunters' auras, like smoke tracks clinging to walls, and signals for Sabriel to watch out as their magic suddenly spikes.

She has enough time to send out a prayer as the hunters' magic, dark and choking even from this distance, coalesce together. Sophie feels a strange feeling climbing up her throat and fights the urge to vomit as their magic pulses in front of her.

From the man's pack steps out another dryad husk.

Dread clings to Sophie like it never has before, because it is looking directly at them, all jerking movements like a puppet. Lok dims next to her and the air feels too thick, too thick to breathe and she feels weak and she clutches Sabriel and Lok and she can't stand this-

Then she sees fire.

* * *

><p>The Solwing fires a ball of lightning on the dryad husk, along with the ball of fire that came from absolutely nowhere. Henry watches as the flames consume their creation and the smell of burning rotten wood fills the clearing.<p>

_Damn it_, he thinks, shifting the weight of the silver cage, _we traded a boatload of elemental scrolls for that thing._

The red-haired mage who threw the fireball steps out from the grove. The Solwing perches on his shoulder.

"Did no one tell you that it was bad to cut down trees?" the mage quips, petting the armored eagle. Henry sneers as the re-charged Solwing flies to where the light casters are hiding and throws a defensive shield upon them.

The mage continues to talk, but he sees Steven and Jaden prepare the spell that they perfected months ago, a non-verbal incantation that breaks their opponent's bones, rendering them incapable of using their magic or magical weapons to the full extent.

"You oughta learn how to watch your mouth, mage." Henry then unleashes the spell in the mage's direction.

It was a thing of beauty, really. Tried and tested on every mage that disagreed with their tactics and beliefs. It would land on the mage's hip, or their arm, or their head, and he and his brothers would have fun at the funeral, taking whatever's in the incapacitated mage's pockets. Mages don't bother to learn past what they read about in their books, their offenses and defenses, standing still to the side and letting their magic work for them.

Mages were weak in Henry's opinion. The strengths of the elements mean nothing when a single kick could topple them off their feet.

And thus, great was his surprise when the red-haired mage stepped aside the invisible spell and vanishes. He feels a push behind him as he falls to the forest floor, the silver cage a heavy weight behind him. He turns his head and watches as the mage dodges a punch from Steven and grabs his fist, using the movement to throw him over his shoulder, on top of the silver cage. Henry grunts as he hears Steven break a bone.

Jaden unsheathes his longswords and slashes them at the mage while his back is turned. The mage then jumps backwards over him, his feet glowing with magic. Then he unsheathes his own weapon, and Henry feels his blood run cold as he recognizes the trademark iron hilts of wicker warrior daggers.

"Jaden!" he screams, muffled as it is by the soil.

Jaden's eyes widen as the wicker warrior blocks his parry, the little blade somehow having the strength to push back the silver blades. The wicker warrior counters his left slash with an elbow at his fist, disarming him. Henry watches as Jaden is kicked into their pile, and he quickly mutters a transversal spell as his brother lands on top of them.

The boss man won't forgive them for this, Henry knows. But he'd rather go back to the quiet life in the skies harvesting lightning with his brothers than whatever riches light magic had to offer. Wicker warriors and sworn sabers weren't part of the deal, and the boss man can shove his opinions right where the light don't shine.

* * *

><p>Galling has spent the past hour in confusion, sweeping up the dead dryad ashes into a crematory jar. Cherit has left him alone while he seals the monastery passageways closed, leaving Galling with his unanswered thoughts.<p>

Earlier, he saw Haven fight with a Sentinel who burned the dryad husk before flying out the window with the sworn saber. At this, he wasn't surprised. Galling's senses might be a bit impaired after the siege of Mount Arc, but he knows the aura of a wicker warrior when he sees one.

What he doesn't get is why he left without so much as taking a look at Alunsina's box. It was one of the oldest light artifacts, relics during the era of the Old Magic, when the borders between the mortal earth and Faerie were still open and magic flowed abundantly throughout the realm instead of being a limited resource. Now it's just sitting there, open, its secrets there for anyone to keep.

Surely, that was the wicker warrior's mission- to collect Alunsina's box and transfer it to the council. There was nothing else in Edifier that was worthy of the council's notice. The town was famous for being the safest place for light casters, but aside from that Edifier was a boring old patch of land- a pit stop for the kingsroad leading to the southern kingdoms, flanked by the Glasshide forest of the Sidhe in the north, the dark Silica mountain range in the east and the great lake of their neighbor town Farrow.

So why leave?

Galling can't help the strange twist in his gut as Haven noses at the jar on his lap. The _dryad husk_, of course. Unsettling business, necromancy is. The disturbance of eternal rest is an unforgivable offense in the council's eyes, and the wicker warrior probably went to avenge the violation of the dryad's body.

He stands up. Haven, sensing his intent, goes off ahead to find Cherit. He needs to return the ashes to the Sidhe for a proper burial. Wouldn't do to suddenly piss them off.

_And as for the box…_

He turns back and examines it, a cubed thing made of dark wood, gleaming silver curling around the sides, forming the design of a woman with the skies in her hair like a mantle of storm clouds. The windows are heavily enchanted now, and not a single intruder can get in without Cherit's consent which means that it would be safe leaving the box there.

The woman has a slight curve of a smile on her silver face, like she saw the whole world and was amused by it. Galling refuses to go anywhere near her. He heard the drums earlier, when he went up to fight the husk. It'd been a long time since he heard the drums.

And he's unsettled by the storm clouds, for a reason he can't seem to remember.

"Change is coming," he says instead. Alunsina doesn't respond.

He takes the jar and closes the door.


End file.
